Many studies report on a systematic disparity between the willingness to pay for a certain good (WTP) and the willingness to accept retribution payments in exchange for giving up this good (WTA). Thaler [Thaler RH (1980) J Econ Behav Organ 1:39-60] employs prospect theory to explain this disparity. The literature contains two different interpretations of his endowment effect theory. Accordingly, the disparity is caused either by the disutility from parting with one's endowment and/or by an extra utility from ownership which is not anticipated by individuals who are not endowed with the good. So far, the empirical evidence on the applicability of endowment effect theory is limited to private goods. This paper reports on an experiment which finds a significant ownership utility effect for a publicly provided good. This result indicates that prospect theory applies to publicly provided goods even though consumers do not have exclusive property rights.
Introduction
The contingent valuation method and surveys are widely applied tools to elicit consumers' preferences (e.g. Hanley and Spash 1993) . The answers to these studies show a systematic disparity between the participants' willingness to pay for a certain good (WTP) and their willingness to accept retribution payments in exchange for giving up this good (WTA). The ratio of WTA:WTP lies between 3:2 and 3:1 for private goods like mugs, chocolate bars or hockey tickets but takes on much higher values for publicly provided goods (e.g., Adamovicz et al. 1993; Morrison 1997, Horowitz and McConnell 2002) . The literature contains different explanations for this WTA-WTP-disparity (e.g., Morrison 1998; Brown 2005) .
The endowment effect is the most controversially discussed explanation among them. It was introduced by Thaler (1980) who draws on prospect theory and argues that a substantial part of the disparity is caused by a general loss aversion. A number of experiments support the empirical validity of this argument (e.g. Kahneman et al. 1991; Franciosi et al. 1996 , Van Boven et al. 2003 . So far, however, the evidence is largely restricted to private goods.
This paper provides first experimental evidence which shows that Thaler's endowment effect theory also applies to publicly provided goods. This paper starts with a brief review of literature on the WTA-WTP-disparity in Sect. 2. Section 3 discusses the importance of these explanations for the large WTA-WTP-disparity found for publicly provided goods. Section 4 presents an experimental study which is specially designed to separate endowment effect theory from other explanations and thus explicitly test whether this theory applies to publicly provided goods. The results are discussed in Sect. 5. Section 6 concludes.
2 Explanations for the WTA-WTP-disparity-a brief review of literature
Conventional explanations
The existing literature names a number of alternative explanations for the WTA-WTPdisparity. 1 The majority of them argues within the framework of conventional economic reasoning. According to Randall and Stoll (1980) , the disparity may result from the fact that the participants asked for their WTA have an effective income which is higher on average than the effective income of those asked for their WTP. Hanemann (1991) shows that a substitutability effect adds to the aforementioned point. The more difficult it is to find a substitute for the good, the higher the disparity. Hoehn and Randall (1987) explain the WTA-WTPdisparity by the fact that the majority of participants can be expected to be risk averse and uncertain about the precise utility from the good to be valued. Kahneman et al. (1999) and Svedsäter (2003) argue that the participants may interpret their answer as a moral statement rather than a monetary valuation. Especially when asked to value goods which evoke strong moral sentiments or goods of high intrinsic value, the participants will express their reluctance to put monetary values to these by stating a WTP close to zero and very high WTA (e.g., Kahneman and Knetsch 1992; Clark et al. 2000) .
Endowment effect theory
Thaler (1980) was the first to apply prospect theory to explain the disparity between WTA and WTP. Accordingly, individuals asked for their WTA for a certain good will consider this good part of their endowment while individuals asked for their WTP do not. Given the asymmetric value function (e.g. Kahneman and Tversky 1979), this difference in point of reference causes a disparity between WTA and WTP. Thaler (1980) introduced the term endowment effect for this phenomenon. In order to gain a better understanding of this endowment effect, this paper follows Plott and Zeiler (2005) in differentiating between the empirically observed phenomenon of a WTA-WTP-disparity and the theoretical explanation based on applying prospect theory (hereafter endowment effect theory). The literature contains two distinctly different interpretations of endowment effect theory.
